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Prior  to   writing    the  narrative   of   Jesus  life,  by  a   person called  Mark,  the  only   written  records about  Jesus  were  in the   form  of  collections   of   his  teachings or   sayings.  The   title  of   Mark’s   story  is   there  in the    first   sentence.  The  good  news of   Jesus  the  Anointed.

And  it   begins  with   something   the   prophet  Isaiah   wrote:  A   promise  for  the    future.    A  messenger   will  come on the  scene   shouting  in the    wilderness   that  it  is   time  for a   change  of  heart.   Time  to   prepare   for   a  cosmic   change  in   the  relationship   between    God   and   God’s   creation. 

It may   seem a   little  odd   that  this  would  be   appointed  for  our   reading    on the   second  Sunday   of   Advent.    Perhaps  by   directing  our   attention  to   John’s   preaching   this  morning   we  are  being  invited   to   go    beyond  shepherds,  angels,  wise  men,  and  camels -  and  listen to   a  voice   crying  in the     wilderness.

The   desert   wilderness   has   always had  an  important  place  in  the    biblical  story,   which is   very   much   our  story.

When   Pharoah   finally   let the  people  of  Israel  go,   God  did not lead  them  to the   promised   land  by   the   most   direct  and  easy   way,  along  the   coast of  the   Mediterranean   Sea.  God   pointed  them  toward  a  longer   route,  further   south and  more  deeply  into  the     desert   wilderness,  toward   Mt.  Sinai.  

Jesus   following  his   baptism  was  “driven”  into  the   desert,  by  the    spirit  of   God.    The   word  in  Greek  used  here  is a   harsh   word.  It  has the  sense  of  being   roughly  thrown.  

The  desert  is not  a  place  of   kindness.  In  it   people  confront    limits  they  have  been    reluctant   to  face.   And  it is  also in the   desert, wilderness  that    people  are  fed.   5000  of   them.

It  seems as  if   desert and   wilderness  places   located  at the   edge  of   civilization and  social    order  are  frequently  the  places      where    God   takes     God’s   people so   that  they  can   discover  a  deeper   meaning   of   who  they  are  and  the   meaning of life  and  the  dimensions  of   their  relationship  with   God.  

And   Jesus  does  this  with his   disciples,  those  closest  to him.   He  presses  them   into   places   where  they are  uncomfortable  or    feel   threatened.  He  moves   frequently   beyond   the  safety   and    exclusivity  of  the    jewish  homeland,  to include   those   who are  strangers and   even   enemies.    It  is in those  settings   that   he    can help them   redefine  who they  are, and  sharpen  their   vision,   if   they  are  willing.  Jesus  knows   that  out  in the    wilderness  of  the   desert    anything   can  happen.  And it is   precisely in those  kind  of  settings   that  we  can be   most    accessible  to  God.

And  that  is  where  we  have   been  taken  today.   To  the   edge of  the   desert   wilderness, a place  where  all  that  is   familiar  is   gone.  There are  no  street  signs.  There   aren’t  even   roads  or   paths.   The   place  is   strange,  unfamiliar.   It  is dangerous and   threatening.  A  place   where  anything   could   happen and probably   will.  We are  there   so  that  we  can  hear  a   voice   that   comes  from  that     wilderness.  And   that   voice  is   John’s.   And   we    listen   to   what he has to  say.  

And  the   first   thing   we are   aware  of   is  not   so   much   the  words  he  says  but   the   atmosphere,  the   emotional     setting   in   which he   speaks , and   that  is    expectancy.    There  is a   powerful  sense  of   anticipation.    

 Then we   hear  it.    John   is    demanding   a    change  of   heart  a  turning in a    different   direction, a   new   vision,   a  new   goal for   life ..    It’s  a   new  meaning  for  your   life.  That’s   it.

  And  all  of    this ,  so   far,   is   about    the   fact   that  an   arrival is  due -  there  is  someone  or   something   on the  horizon   that  we   will  have  to   deal    with,   one   way or   another. 

The   wilderness  is a  situation  that    necessitates   trust  and  longing.  In this  case  the   fire  of   longing   for   intimacy   with   God  that is   beyond   human   speech,  is  being   created  in  our  hearts  by  the   Holy   One   who is   drawing   near.

A   Bedouin  story  from the  Sinai   peninsular  illustrates  the  idea  that   what  we  bring    to   this  kind of   experience   is   all   important.  It   will   determine  “how  long”   before our   expectations  are  fulfilled,   and  what  meaning   will   come  out  of    that    encounter.

 A   Westerner  entering  the  desert   in  that  part of the  world  once asked an   English  speaking  Bedouin  how far it was to the   nearest  oasis.  The  man did not respond.  “How  far is it to   Ein El  Furtaga?   The  traveler  asked  more  loudly.  distinctly  mouthing   the  words.  But  the   Bedouin  still said nothing.  Shouting his    question a  third time into the mans  face, and  receiving  only  silence   yet  again. The traveler  finally   shook his  head and started  walking  away. “About  four hours”   the     bedouin   then called out,   in  answer to  his   question.  “Why   didn’t   you   tell me that the  first time  I    asked.”  Said  the    westerner. “I  couldn’t  say”  the man responded   “until I knew how  fast  you  were   accustomed  to walking” (  p.  19   Fierce  Lanscapes. )

God  is,  and  has   been,  at   work changing   our   hearts  of  stone  into   hearts  of  flesh.  Opening   our   hearts,   Warming  our  hearts.   All of   that  is  gift.   Gift  from   God.   Our    co-operation  with   God  or  our   resistance  to   God    determines   how  far   God  has   gotten  with us  in  this    project.    

This  is   the    wild  unanticipated   grace   with   which  God   loves   us.  And,  says   John,    Jesus,   that    first   century   Jewish   peasant,  is  a  walking, living ,  breathing   example  of   that   same   wild unanticipated   grace.  And  he  is  walking  into  the   scene as   we  speak.

And    what  is  Jesus   going  to   do.   What  of   God’s  future  does  he   bring  with   him   as   gift  for   us?   He  is   going  to    Baptize   us   with   God’s   Spirit.  He  is  going  to   immerse  us in the    Spirit.    He  is   going  to   plunge  us  into  a  risky   spiritual   energy.

Beyond  that   John  does  not   go.    John   has   let  us know   that   our   future  is   pregnant   with    possibility.    And  if  we     wish  to be    co-creators  with   God  of   that    future  then   it  is    important   for us   especially in this     Advent  season  to   go  to   that   place   within    each of  us   where  we  will find  the    emptiness of   our   own    wilderness.

That   place   where  things  are  not   buttoned   down  or   nailed  down.     That  place   where  we  are   uncertain,   unsure.  That   place  where  our   future  is   uncharted.  That  place   where  there  are     questions   and   no  answers.  

Gregory  of   Nyssa   said:  “ When  we  give a  thing a  name we  imagine we  have got  a    hold  of it.  …  Perhaps  we would do  better  not  to  flatter  ourselves  too   soon that we  can   name    God.”  

So  I  invite  you  to   go  to   that    wilderness  place  inside  of  you  where   you  do  not   even have a  word  for   that     risky  spiritual   energy    Jesus  is   baptizing  you  with.   So   that  it  can   take  hold   of   you   and    name  with   you,   your   future.    Amen
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